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Since late February, an upsurge in violence has gripped Haiti, with dozens of assassinations
reported around the country, particularly in the capital. Much of the violence is a result of Haiti's
severe economic crisis, which has pushed the country's urban slums into a chaotic spiral of street
crime and turf wars among rival gangs. Political violence has also continued, however, albeit at a
much lower rate than under the former military government. And, although repression is no longer
considered state policy, Haiti's new police force is widely accused of grave human rights violations.

Gang wars explode in city slums
The upswing in violence began in late February, when a turf war among rival gangs erupted in the
poorest sections of Port-au-Prince. For more than two days, the gangs mostly drug traffickers fought
openly in the streets of Cite Soleil, a sprawling slum in the capital with more than 200,000 residents.
At least 18 people were killed in the clashes and dozens more injured. About a hundred houses were
also burned down during the fighting.
By early March, the turf war subsided somewhat. But since then a wave of attacks by armed
gunmen, including incidents in many upscale neighborhoods, has terrorized residents in Portau-Prince and other urban areas. All told, more than 50 people were assassinated between late
February and early April, including eight police officers, some of whom were executed in deathsquad fashion.
Most of the violence, including the gang wars, is attributed to Haiti's severe economic crisis, which
is tearing the country's social fabric apart. "Is the climate of insecurity becoming a climate of
terror?" read a recent editorial in the local daily Le Nouvelliste. "The specter of Haiti turning into
a sort of Somalia has become a real possibility." Politically-motivated violence continues Some
attacks, however, appear politically motivated. In the weeks leading up to the April 6 legislative and
municipal elections, a number of candidates survived assassination attempts.
On March 11, for example, Senator Mehu Garon of the Louvri Barye party, which forms part
of the governing Lavalas coalition, was shot in the head by assassins. The senator survived,
but his bodyguard was killed in the attack. In another incident, the chief of security for Justice
Minister Pierre Max Antoine was gunned down in the capital on March 10. And, on April 1, another
candidate for parliament, who ran on ex-president Jean Bertrand Aristide's Fanmi Lavalas ticket,
was wounded by attackers wielding machetes. The candidate Medard Joseph, a former military
officer who remained loyal to Aristide when he was overthrown in a coup d'etat in 1991 was attacked
as he campaigned just outside the city of Gonaives, in the north of the country.
Some attacks are likely the result of rivalries between members of parties grouped in the Lavalas
coalition and supporters of Aristide's Fanmi Lavalas. The ex-president formed the new party as a
breakaway from the governing coalition last November, and the split in Lavalas has created severe
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tensions between Aristide supporters and those who back President Rene Preval's administration
(see NotiCen, 11/08/96 and 04/17/97). During a meeting of Fanmi Lavalas supporters in late March,
Aristide appeared to blame political rivals in the governing coalition for many of the attacks.
"Insecurity is one of the means they are using to cow us," said Aristide. According to Prime Minister
Rosny Smarth, the elections did set off partisan disputes, especially in the countryside. "Elections
fan local struggles for power, above all for control of the local councils," said Smarth.
Still, extreme-right groups may also be behind some of the violence. Ex-soldiers and right-wing
politicians linked to the de facto regime of Gen. Raoul Cedras (1991-1994) were responsible for a
number of political attacks in 1996 (see NotiSur - Latin American Affairs, 08/30/96 and 09/20/96).
In an interview with The New York Times in late March, Enrique ter Horst, director of the UN
mission in Haiti, said that neo-Duvalierists continue to represent a potential security threat in
the country. "There are still people from that part of the political spectrum who meet and have
dreams of organizing a coup d'etat, which only shows how gravely they are misrepresenting the new
political situation," said ter Horst.

Police criticized for incompetence, abuses
Whatever its source, the violence has revived concerns about the ability of Haiti's poorly trained
and inexperienced police force to maintain public order. The 5,200-member Haitian National Police
(HNP) a civilian force set up to replace the Haitian armed forces after Aristide returned to office in
October 1994 assumed full responsibility for the country's security in December 1995. But since then,
the HNP has been widely accused of gross incompetence and grave human rights violations. In a
joint report released in late January, three US human rights organizations accused HNP officers and
commanders of killing at least 46 civilians between July 1995 when the first HNP contingents were
deployed and November 1996. Only a few of the killings were the result of legitimate self-defense.
The three organizations -New York-based Human Rights Watch/Americas, the National Coalition
for Haitian Rights, and the Washington Office on Latin America stressed that HNP abuses do not
reflect official government policy as under former military governments. They also said the new
police force is probably the least abusive and most accountable public security force in Haiti's
turbulent history. Nevertheless, the report found that extrajudicial killings, torture, and other
serious abuses by the HNP have become a major cause for concern.
According to the study, the worst incident of abuse took place in March 1995 in Cite Soleil, when the
HNP summarily executed at least six men. Another five were killed in November, two of whom were
apparently shot at very close range. And, during the period analyzed, HNP agents beat at least five
detainees to death while they were in police custody. "It is alarming to see members of this new, UStrained police force resort to abusive practices reminiscent of Haiti's repressive military," said Jose
Miguel Vivanco, head of Americas Watch. "If the Haitian government does not address these issues
promptly, it risks institutionalizing abuse and undermining the legitimacy of the new force." The
government has taken some disciplinary action. In 1996 it set up an inspector general's office, which
has dismissed about 100 officers for rights abuses.
In addition, the government is training more mid-level commanders and reinforcing screening
mechanisms to improve the quality of new recruits. But the police face major obstacles, including
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shortfalls in basic equipment such as communications gear; the weakness of the judicial system;
and a lack of training and experience, especially in police-community relations and the appropriate
use of force. Fear reigns that violence will worsen after UN withdraws Given the HNP's inability
to control rampant crime and violence, domestic and foreign organizations fear that, once the UN
mission in Haiti withdraws from the country, the situation could become much worse.
The UN still maintains about 500 troops and 300 civilian police officers in Haiti to help with security
functions and training the HNP. The UN mission is assisted by about 750 Canadian troops who
are maintained by the Canadian government independently of the UN. "All observers concur that,
given the upsurge in violence and the growing social and political tensions, the situation in Haiti
is much more precarious than four months ago," read a report to the UN Security Council by UN
Secretary General Kofi Annan in early April. The report called for maintaining UN troops in the
country at least until their mandate expires on July 31. Last December, the mandate was extended
until that date, but the UN Security Council ordered a pullout by May 31.
On April 3, the Council approved the mission's presence until the end of July, but UN diplomats
made it clear that there will be no discussion about extending the peacekeeping mandate beyond
that date. Canada, however, has agreed to keep its troops in Haiti until the end of the year. [Sources:
Amnesty Action (Amnesty International), Winter 1997; 1996 Human Rights Report: Haiti (US
Department of State), 01/30/97; Inter Press Service, 01/22/97, 01/29/97, 03/14/97, 03/27/97; Spanish
news service EFE, 02/27/97, 03/10/97, 03/27/97; Agence France-Presse, 03/10/97, 03/12/97, 03/31/97;
Reuter, 01/31/97, 03/12/97, 04/02/97, 04/04/97; New York Times, 03/24/97, 03/29/97, 03/31/97, 04/04/97,
04/05/97]
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